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THE CLOISTER AT MONREALE,

NEAR PALERMO, SICILY
 

The island of Sicily, being in form nearly an equilateral
triangle, with one side facing towards Italy, another towards
Greece, and the third, towards Africa, was a tempting field for
conquest to the various nations surrounding it. It was successively
overrun by the Greeks, Carthaginians, and Romans, and later,
after the Christian era, again successively by the Byzantines,
the Moors, and the Normans. Almost all of the architectural
remains of the older periods belong to the time of the Greeks, as
neither the Carthaginians nor Romans left much to show for their
occupation of the island. With the exception of occasional ruined



 
 
 

examples surviving from the time of the Dorian Greeks who
colonized Sicily, most of the monuments now existing belong to
the Byzantine, Saracenic, and Romanesque periods. As would be
natural to expect, the latter influences are not clearly separable
one from another either in time or in locality. They overlap in all
directions; but in general the Byzantine, which was the earliest
and most powerful element, is found more strongly marked,
and more frequently on the east coast. It however forms the
groundwork and is the main ingredient of all that follows. The
Saracenic work, which succeeds the Byzantine in date, found a
stronger foothold in the South, on the coast nearest Africa; and
the influence of the Normans appears in the North.

Every new race of masters in this frequent recurrence of
conquest found the island already occupied by a very numerous
population of extremely various origin. The newcomers could do
no more than add their own forms to those previously in use;
the consequence being in every case a mixed style, containing
elements derived from every portion of the inhabitants.

Palermo, being on the northern coast, has felt the Norman
influence strongly. Its architecture is principally Romanesque in
form, with a generous admixture of Byzantine and Saracenic
motives in detail and decoration. Exuberance of detail and wealth
of color are the rule.

Under the Norman conquerors the Sicilians built as they were
directed. Their arts and their civilization were superior to those
of their masters, and the Normans were apparently willing to



 
 
 

make use of this superiority, and merely adapted the forms of
decoration and methods of construction which they found here
in use to their own needs and purposes. The polychromatic
decoration of the buildings of this neighborhood, such as the
interiors of the Capella Palatina and the cathedral at Monreale,
ranks among the most successful, if it be not the most successful,
work of its class now in existence. It is thoroughly Oriental
in character, although applied to buildings intended for Roman
ritual. On account of the great superiority of the Moors in art
and civilization, not only to the Normans but to all the other
inhabitants at the time of the Norman conquest, in the eleventh
century, many of the buildings of this period show very little
Norman influence. In fact the Oriental character is so extreme
in some instances, such as the church of San Giovanni degli
Eremiti, that there is very little to suggest that it was Norman and
intended for Norman uses.

The village of Monreale is situated on the steep mountain-
side about five miles to the west of and overlooking the city of
Palermo. The cathedral and the cloister-adjoining it on the south
were both parts of a Benedictine convent, which is now mostly in
ruins. They were erected by King William the Second, between
the years 1174 and 1182, and richly endowed by him. The plan
of the cathedral is that of a basilica.

The famous cloister, with coupled columns and clusters of
four in the corners, and with a charming fountain and a separate
little square of cloisters around it, as it were, in one corner of



 
 
 

the open space, is one of the most interesting relics of Palermo.
In arrangement it follows the style universal in the countries
bordering on the Mediterranean, that is, consisting of a pointed
arcade supported by small but elegant columns of Corinthian
design, grouped in pairs; while in the North, in England, France,
and Germany, a cloister is formed of a series of unglazed
windows.

The columns surrounding the fountain, which unfortunately
cannot be seen in the general view given in Plate XX., show
the richest decoration. The shafts are either plain, rusticated, or
covered with patterns executed in relief or mosaic.

There appears to be some doubt as to the date of this work, as
the columns have evidently been inserted since the arches which
spring from them were built. The discrepancy will be seen in
Plates XVIII., XIX., and XX. The disproportion of the dainty
columns and capitals to the heavy arches which are entirely in
keeping with the architecture of the rest of the cathedral, but
which manifestly do not fit the columns, leads to the conclusion
that the columns were a later addition, although probably inserted
soon after the other work was completed.



 
 
 

XVII. Capitals from the Cloister of Monreale, Sicily.



 
 
 

 
XVII.

CAPITALS FROM THE CLOISTER
OF MONREALE, SICILY

 
The hybrid character of this work will be perfectly evident at

a glance. It plainly belongs to none of the styles of the North,
but nevertheless has a distinct character and unmistakable charm.
The use of mosaic originally placed in the channels of the
shafts added greatly to the decorative effect and airiness of these
columns.



 
 
 

XVIII. Capitals from the Cloister of Monreale, Sicily.



 
 
 

 
XVIII.

CAPITALS FROM THE CLOISTER
OF MONREALE, SICILY

 
A common device in most of the Romanesque cloisters for

adding interest to the long colonnade was the grouping of two
columns of dissimilar design. This plan is followed here in
treating the mosaic inlay vertically in one and horizontally in the
other.



 
 
 

XIX. Capitals from the Cloister of Monreale, Sicily.



 
 
 

 
XIX.

CAPITALS FROM THE CLOISTER
OF MONREALE, SICILY

 
The design of the capitals shown in this plate follows the

Corinthian model very closely.

XX. The Cloister of Monreale, Sicily.



 
 
 

 
XX.

THE CLOISTER OF
MONREALE, SICILY

 
In a later number of THE BROCHURE SERIES another

view of this most charming building will be given. The portion
surrounding the fountain, with its groups of four clustered
columns, is, in many respects, the most beautiful portion of the
structure This will be taken up later.

 
Ravenna Capitals

 
With the reign of Constantine, and the introduction of

Christianity as the acknowledged religion of Rome, Byzantine
art, as such, made its appearance. The culture of Rome
was transferred to Byzantium, henceforth to be known as
Constantinople. Governed alternately by Greek and by Persian,
it had received a strong Oriental character from the Eastern
nations, and had added to the Greek subtlety and delicacy
of expression the Oriental love of detail. When converted by
Constantine into New Rome, it became a perfect treasure house
of Eastern and Grecian art. The Byzantine work, which spread
over the East in the sixth, seventh, and eighth centuries, is



 
 
 

therefore a union of the refinement of the Greek, the desire for
color and detail of the Oriental, and the vigor of constructional
invention and conception of mass and grandeur of the Roman.
A portion of it was transplanted to Ravenna during Justinian's
reign, and there is a glorious afterglow in the Venetian splendor
of the tenth and eleventh centuries. The three great centres of
Byzantine art work are Constantinople, Ravenna, and Venice;
and the three most noted examples, the churches of Sta. Sophia,
S. Vitale, and St. Mark's. Apart from these, the cathedral at
Monreale, and the Capella Palatina in Palermo, Sicily, represent
a variation from the Byzantine type affected by Moslem design.
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